Child restraint systems and car seat belts are mandatory in most developed countries, but in developing countries and India in particular most families that own cars and SUV's hardly use this life saving equipment. Even adults seldom use car seat belts while driving or as occupants in cars. Motorcycle riders also rarely use helmets and awareness and knowledge about the utility of safety devices on vehicles is dismal. Police enforcement of compulsory helmet wearing is lax and there is no legal requirement for compulsory seat belt usage in cars. Children often sit on their parents or adults laps. Children are sometimes seated in the front rather than the rear seat. Earlier models of cars rarely had seat belts in the rear. A study published in the British medical journal revealed that the risk of suffering injuries was nine times more for unbelted children sitting in the front seat and was two times more for children sitting in the rear seat without a belt.
INTRODUCTION
Child restraint systems and car seat belts are mandatory in most developed countries, but in developing countries and India in particular most families that own cars and SUV's hardly use this life saving equipment. Even adults seldom use car seat belts while driving or as occupants in cars. Motorcycle riders also rarely use helmets and awareness and knowledge about the utility of safety devices on vehicles is dismal. Police enforcement of compulsory helmet wearing is lax and there is no legal requirement for compulsory seat belt usage in cars. Children often sit on their parents or adults laps. Children are sometimes seated in the front rather than the rear seat. Earlier models of cars rarely had seat belts in the rear. A study published in the British medical journal revealed that the risk of suffering injuries was nine times more for unbelted children sitting in the front seat and was two times more for children sitting in the rear seat without a belt.
1 Even when families use child restraint systems in infants, the children rarely graduate to booster seats. In children aged 4 to 8 years, booster seats reduce the risk of suffering clinically significant injuries by 59%. 2 When installed and used properly child safety seats reduce the risk of fatal injuries by 71% for infants and 54% for toddlers. 3 Vehicles used to commute children to school in India such as auto rickshaws and vans also seldom use safety measures. Safety and accident preventive measures and education are not imparted to children, parents, teachers or traffic law enforcement authorities.
METHODS
The study was a cross sectional analytic study conducted in Mangalore. A self-report questionnaire was handed out to 150 parents who owned cars, the parents were asked to indicate their gender, their awareness about the need for safety measures, their knowledge about the proper usage of child restraint seats and booster seats and front seat vs rear seat preference for their children. The age of the children ranged from 1 to 8 years. The frequency of usage was noted. The reasons for non-usage of restraint systems, and support for legal enforcement of child restraint systems were also elicited.
RESULTS
In our study the usage of both child restraints and booster seats were poor. Most parents were unaware of the safety aspects of these protective devices. Parents who had more than one child had a more supportive attitude and awareness about these devices. Women tended to be more amenable and more frequent users of safety mechanisms. Table 1 shows the adoption and frequency of usage of child safety measures. Many parents were unaware of the relative safety of the rear seat when compared to the front seat. A majority of users admitted to their lack of knowledge about proper usage. Parents who used child restraints and booster seats did not use them frequently and only a minority was compulsive users. While some parents used child seats in infants, the usage of booster seats in toddlers and older children was not as common. 
DISCUSSION
A freelance writer Eleanor Everet famously said 'For safety is not a gadget but a state of mind.' The response we elicited in our study confirms this belief; most people were either ignorant or unmindful of the protection afforded by child restraint and booster seats. Another famous adage is 'Safety is a cheap and effective insurance policy'. On site investigators at car crash accident sites confirm that most accident fatalities are due to non-use or misuse of protective measures. Data was studied from insurance reports of car crashes in 15 states in the U. S. 65% of the children involved in these accidents wore seat belts, 32% wore child restraints and 3% used no restraints. 15.1% of the children involved suffered injuries and the highest risk of injury was observed in the children who sat in the front with no restraints. 4 An U.S. study analyzed the effect of car restraints on motor vehicle injury rates for children below 15 years and determined that the child car seat usage for infants was 76% and 40% for older children. The single largest risk factor for injury was non-use of restraints. The injury rate was 64% higher in 3 years old when compared with infants. 5 Most parents assume that for older children, seat belts afford sufficient safety and even in our study many parents who used child restraint seats for infants did not progress to booster seats for older children. In a comparative study, child restraint systems were compared with seat belts alone, 7813 children aged 2 to 6 years who were occupants in car crashes were identified, 45% of these children were using restraints and the findings were that restraint systems were associated with 28% reduction in risk for death. 6 In our study only 8% of parents used booster seats regularly and while some used child restraints for infants, their older siblings were not seated on booster seats. Researchers compared belt positioning booster seats with seat belts alone and the risk of injury in 4 to 7 year olds. Data from 3616 crashes was analyzed and the researchers concluded that belt positioning booster seats were associated with extra benefits compared with seat belts. 7 A 10 year matched cohort study in the U.S. demonstrated that child safety seats are highly effective in reducing the risk of death during severe traffic collisions and generally outperform seat belts. 8 A common problem associated with booster and infant car seat use was the lack of proper knowledge about installing and utilization of these devices. Data collected in an Australian hospital revealed that 92% of children used restraints, but in 82% the restraints were suboptimal. 9 Many parents in our study confessed that they had not read the manual provided or not paid attention to the salesperson at the initial installation. A study on child seat safety misuse revealed that the most common mistakes were seat not belted to the vehicle tightly, seat harness straps not fitted correctly and harness retainer clip not at armpit level. 10 The same problems were mentioned in our study, especially latching the harness properly. The misuse of car restraint systems for children, were studied in six states in the U. S. The most common critical misuses were loose harness straps and loose attachment of the child restraint to the vehicle. 11 Strict enforcement and wide spread awareness in developed countries has saved millions of lives, but in developing countries income levels, public unawareness and lax legal regulations have resulted in significantly higher fatalities. A cross section survey conducted at petrol stations in Al Ain, United Arab Emirates revealed that only 4% of children in front and only 1% of children in the rear seat were restrained. Among the reasons for non -use attributed were discomfort (42%), forgetfulness (25%) and carelessness (13%). 12 In our study the most common reasons attributed to non-use were similar, one more factor that could have a bearing on usage in developing countries is affordability. In our study parents mentioned the high cost of these devices as a deterrent to purchasing these safety accessories and aids. A cross sectional observational study conducted in Shanghai revealed that among the 967 children observed, 93.9% of the children were unrestrained, 31.9% were seated on adult's laps and 12.2% were seated on the front seat. 13 In the United States, children in states with strict booster seat laws were more likely to survive a car crash than children in states without such legal enforcement.
14 India has a highly independent and vocal superior judiciary and a degree of judicial activism could be invaluable in these circumstances. Booster seat legislation was a key determinant of the level of use and the motivation to use booster seats. 15 In our study the number of parents advocating stronger laws and legal provisions mandating compulsory restraints was high. This indicates willingness for positive change and a series of steps coupling legal measures with safety education and incentives to manufacturers and end users could spur the adoption of these safety tools exponentially.
CONCLUSION
In conclusion a fast growing Indian economy has resulted in burgeoning car sales. The awareness and usage of safety measures for children in cars is poor and woeful. Therefore fatality and injury prevention among children involved in car accidents is a health and safety imperative.
